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The life of the American writer Pearl Sydenstricker Buck was full of legends. As 
the winner of both the Pulitzer Prize and the Nobel Prize for Literature, she produced 
more than 100 works among which more than 70 have been published, including the 
genres of novel, biography, children’s literature, political comments, etc. Being the 
daughter of a Presbyterian missionary couple, Pearl S. Buck was brought to China 
soon after her birth and grew up there. She is famous for the Chinese theme in her 
literary works. In her novel Peony published in 1948, she focused on a special group 
of people: the Kaifeng Jews. The story of Peony is told from the perspective of a 
bondmaid named Peony about the ups and downs as well as contradictions in a Jewish 
household.  
In the academic field, it is generally believed that it was during the Tang Dynasty 
when the Jews first came to China and gradually settled down in Kaifeng city, Henan 
province, where they built a mature Jewish community. At the beginning, the Kaifeng 
Jews kept strictly their Jewish way of living. However, they lost their Jewish identity 
with the passage of time. As one of the most ancient races, the Jews went through 
thousands of years of Diaspora without a homeland while keeping their religion and 
culture intact. The Kaifeng Jews are the only exception in the history of the Jewish 
people. Notice has been given to this phenomenon in recent years. 
Although as a cross-cultural novelist Pearl S. Buck received due attention from 
literary critics, seldom do the literary critics pay attention to the novel Peony. Besides, 
although there have been plenty of research done on the phenomenon of the 
Confucian assimilation of the Kaifeng Jews, the combined research of history and the 
novel Peony is rare. This thesis is aimed at discussing the Confucian assimilation of 
the Kaifeng Jews and the history of the Kaifeng Jews based on the text of Peony, 
combined with a study of Pearl S. Buck’s cross-cultural background and her Cultural 















In the introduction, the starting question of this thesis is raised, and a brief 
introduction to the author and the novel is given. Literature review is made on Peony 
and Pearl S. Buck as well as the historic research of the Kaifeng Jews, and the 
statement and structure of the thesis are introduced. 
Chapter one briefly introduces Pearl S. Buck’s cross-cultural background and the 
cross-cultural relations represented in her works. Her novel Peony, an epic of the 
Kaifeng Jews, is referred to with an outline of the history of the Kaifeng Jews as well 
as the factors causing their assimilation talked about.   
In chapter two, the conflicts and similarities between Confucianism and Judaism 
are analyzed. Firstly, the Jews and the Chinese people hold conflicting views on 
religion as well as on marriage and women. Three characters from Peony are 
discussed to support this point. Secondly, the Jews and the Chinese people hold 
similar views on education as well as family, and two characters from Peony are 
discussed to support this point.  
The third chapter starts with a discussion on Pearl S. Buck’s Cultural Relativism 
and the source of her Cultural Relativism: Confucianism. Additionally, Pearl S. 
Buck’s views on the ideal Sino-Jewish Relations are discussed by studying the 
Chinese wisdom Buck represents in Peony, with Peony the bondmaid and Kung Chen 
the rich merchant as the representatives. 
In the conclusion part, the studies of each part are concluded and it is pointed out 
that the Confucian assimilation of Kaifeng Jews is occasional while inevitable, and it 
is decided both by the conflicts and similarities between Judaism and Confucianism as 
well as other historic and objective factors. Pearl S. Buck’s novel Peony not only 
provides material for the absence of literature in this field, but also embodies the 
author’s Cultural Relativism and her ideas on great love and equality. In the end of the 
thesis the significance of it is stated with an outlook on further studies. 
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As an “exiled people”, the Jews have not a motherland as their powerful backing until 
the year 1948, when The State of Israel was established and all through centuries of 
Diaspora, the Jews had to preserve their religion and customs under the exposure of 
other religions and cultures, meanwhile resisting against persecution and assimilation. 
Not only have they succeeded in keeping their religious customs intact, but they also 
brought the “dead language” Hebrew back to life, which is a miracle in human history. 
It seems that the only exception is in Kaifeng, China, where the Jews came in ancient 
times but were assimilated into Chinese communities with the passage of time without 
being pressed down or persecuted. At present the Jews are not among the 55 
minorities of the People’s Republic of China and the Jewish descendants have become 
a part of the Han ethnic group. In other words, the Jews are not even a minority in 
china. They have been assimilated completely into the Chinese people.  
Then why did the Jewish people, as the people that can survive and stick to their 
own religion and culture and preserve them to the present even under the most 
ruthless and inhuman persecution in other continents, melt into the Chinese 
community where they were welcomed and helped and gradually lost their Jewish 
identity and religious traditions completely? This thesis begins with this question, 
which can be called a “unique and the only exception” in the history of the Jewish 
people. 
Pearl S. Buck, also known as Sai Zhenzhu for Chinese readers, was an American 
writer who won the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1938 for her “rich and epic 
descriptions of peasant life in China and for her biographical masterpieces”. Perhaps 
what fascinates readers most is her experience of being raised and spending most of 
her time in China before the year of 1934, when she was forty years old. Being the 
daughter of Presbyterian missionaries then serving in China, Buck was proficient both 















mysterious land of China, with astonishing understanding of Chinese tradition and 
hearted compassion for the miserable Chinese people. Buck’s masterpiece, The Good 
Earth, is a compassionate portrayal of Chinese peasants and their family lives with 
sincerity. The book won her the Pulitzer Prize in 1932. In her life, Madame Buck 
wrote and published more than 70 books with China as the background and played the 
role of the bridge between the Chinese people and the American people. She 
presented the real China to the world and helped people from all around the world 
know and understand China. 
Her 1948 work, Peony, is a story about the Jews in the city of Kaifeng, Henan 
province. The book tells a three-generation story in the house of Ezra ben Israel, a rich 
Jewish merchant, through the eyes of the bondmaid, Peony, a Chinese girl, with a full 
presentation of the Jewish culture and the conflicts between Judaism and the 
Confucian assimilation of the Kaifeng Jews.  
Ever since Buck’s works have been published in the United States, the literary 
criticism on her began. The early criticism was few, but after she won the Nobel Prize 
for Literature in 1938 she received favorable attention from critics from all around the 
country. Nevertheless, it was not the kind of attention she enjoyed. She thought that 
the praise is “always too much and too indiscriminate the opposing criticism and 
contempt are also too much and too indiscriminate” that her head “had not been 
turned by the praise and its excess had only amused and touched her, but the rudeness 
of unjust criticism, a sort of stone-throwing which became merely imitative once it 
had begun, did temporarily destroy her confidence” (Buck, My Several Worlds 382). 
However, Pearl S. Buck was not given due attention for a long time since the 1940s. 
Being the first woman writer who won the Nobel Prize for Literature, she and her 
works were introduced “by only two and half lines in Literary History of the United 
States edited by Robert Spiller which is an authoritative book in the academic circles” 
(Yao, Cultural Relativism: Pearl S. Buck and Her Presentation of Chinese and 
Western Cultures 8), and another authoritative book, Columbia Literary History of the 
U.S. edited by Emory Elliot was “even reluctant to spend a whole sentence to 
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